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Southeast Asia's political elite has deliberately encouraged economic growth by emphasizing international competition through a calculated export-led strategy and avoidance of social welfare programmes. The strategy is essentially based on an anti-entitlement attitude which has laid the groundwork for a stable societal order based on pragmatic political ideology and a specific set of social values. Policymaking in this regard has promoted a political culture which claims that public welfare reduces productivity. Despite decades of high economic growth rates, little emphasis has been devoted to education and health. Social welfare expenditures are primarily located in the private domain and concentrated on public employees. The explicit purpose of this course is to avoid wage increases and in general neutralize labour and oppositional policy groupings. This particular strategy has been implemented either through co-opting, repressing or linking economic growth and increases in employment opportunities with control by the government. Nevertheless, these societies experience pressures from the workforce on the state to adopt and implement social security related legislation and policies.
Globalization and social welfare
In the past two decades the high growth rates of the NICs (South Korea, Singapore and Taiwan) and the would-be NICs (Thailand, Malaysia, Indonesia and to some extent the Philippines) have been cited as successful examples of development with a small state sector, minimal public expenditure, light regulation and low taxation. Accordingly, the market mechanism is claimed to allocate wealth which automatically 'trickles-down' and thereby minimizes social inequalities. The objective of this liberal position is to rationalize the competition between different national economies in order to offer transnational capital the best conditions possible. Since investment in manufactured production and services increasingly favours those countries with low wages, minimal social security, health, safety and environmental costs, global competition increasingly becomes a zero-sum social game.
The societal arrangements which have been reached in both East and West are related to the constraints and possibilities which the world market imposes. Hence the above propositions about social welfare make the question of how states and policy-makers have controlled the nature and impact of globalization an important one. It is essentially a matter of how individual capitalist states adapt and respond to the neoliberal policies of keeping wages below productivity growth and downsizing domestic costs which have led to an unstable vicious circle of 'competitive austerity': 'Each country reduces domestic demand and adopts an export-oriented strategy of dumping its surplus production, for which there are fewer consumers in its national economy given the decrease in workers' living standards and productivity gains all going to the capitalists, in the world market. This has created a global demand crisis and the growth of surplus capacity across the business cycle.
11 Furthermore, the convergence between low welfare expenditures and export orientation has become part and parcel of the tendency to position national economies in the international system. Social policies are the outcome of contemporary struggles between classes and the state. They are essentially a national political issue but an issue which is being undermined by the logic of the hegemony and discourse of the 'Washington Consensus' on globalization and neoliberalism.
Contemporary development of social welfare policies
Throughout most Southeast Asian countries the primary social welfare roles were historically assumed by the family, and sometimes by the local community. It might thus be argued that to a large extent, economic growth substituted for social welfare during most of the post-war period.
Until the formation of an industrial working class and urbanization,
